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The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents nearly 95% of the 257 colleges in 

England incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. 
 

 

Introduction 
There is a distinction between a media crisis which blows up out of nowhere and 

the ‘business as usual’ issues that a college press or public relations officer (PR) 

deals with on a regular basis and can plan for, for example: award ceremonies; 

the appointment of a new principal; the introduction of new courses, or even 

something as major as the building of a new campus. However, some would say 

that if you take your eye off some of the day-to-day issues you are setting 

yourself up for a crisis. For example, there may be an increasing level of poor 

student behaviour on and off campus that boils over into public displays of 

violence which can damage the college’s reputation and have an impact on 

recruitment. Or staff and union unrest over pay, conditions or a programme of 

restructuring and redundancies in the wake of funding cuts can turn into strike 

action during exam time leaving students and their parents anxious or angry 

and the media knocking on your door. 

This guide aims to offer advice on both, but if you want help in forward planning 

to avoid a crisis, or on reputation management, please refer to Handling Public 

Difficulties: Best Practice Guide. 

 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Handling%20public%20difficulties.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Handling%20public%20difficulties.pdf
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Building strong relationships with the 

media 
Your relationship with the local media is crucial to getting good, accurate and 

informed coverage of the stories that are important to your college – and to help 

manage coverage when things don’t go to plan. Local media has been decimated 

in the last decade or so and newsroom teams are smaller and under pressure to 

feed the 24-hour online news beast. It is a two-way relationship; you need to find 

out who is either responsible for covering education and training on a paper or 

radio/TV station, or who has an interest in education stories, and keep in regular 

touch with them.  

You need to understand the time pressures they are under; what deadlines they 

work to; how far in advance they plan content; what kinds of stories they, and 

their readers, are interested in. Also, consider the following: 

• What do they already know about the work of colleges and how can you 

help fill in the gaps?  

• Do you have a College Key Facts leaflet you can send them for future 

reference?  

• Are you making sure your press announcements and quotes are free of 

acronyms and jargon (e.g. students – not learners)? 

• Do you think about who their audience is and try to tailor your messages 

appropriately? 

 

If you can send them a steady stream of strong stories about student successes, 

or offer up senior colleagues as experts, be it on education as a whole, or your 

new head of sustainable technologies who’s happy to debate the merits of 

windfarms with your MP on local radio, they’ll begin to see you as the ‘go to’ 

person on all things education. Better yet, get the editor or education reporter in 

to debate the merits of journalism with your students. 

One college PR says her strong relationship with the local media meant she got a 

tip-off from a reporter about a story which would have scuppered one of the 

college’s big planned announcements. Because of the insider information, she 

amended their plans quickly to ensure they still got coverage.  

If your college gets embroiled in a crisis, the reporter or publication will still 

cover the story, and possibly aggressively, but you will have built the kind of 

relationship with them which means they will listen to your side of the story with 

an open mind - and hopefully a level of understanding – and will handle a 
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negative story in a measured way. This can help to significantly minimise 

reputational damage. 

Make sure you have all their contact details – and that they have yours. Are your 

college press office contact details easily found on your website? Are they up to 

date? Is your direct line and mobile number included? These details should also 

be included in your email signatures. You’d be surprised at how many college PR 

teams don’t have their contact details clearly sign-posted. 

Top tips – keep in regular touch, especially if it’s to offer a local angle to an 

education or skills story that is running in the national media. For example, if the 

latest announcement on unemployment figures coincides with news one of your 

work programme contracts is being terminated, flag it up to your local media as 

it is their way into a national story. Also, Invite the media along to key events. 

One college has taken things a step further and sponsors the local press club. 

 

Working with the media on campus  
When you have invited the media on to campus to cover an event, do some 

interviews, or to film A Level results day activity for TV news, you need to think 

through the level of support/supervision required. Are you happy for them to 

roam freely taking photos and doing ad hoc interviews with people at the event? 

This usually poses no problems, but if you’ve had recent negative press about a 

decision about course closures or a serious incident on campus, you may want 

to be more hands-on.  

For day to day events, most colleges have their own protocols in place, which will 

depend of the level of familiarity and trust between the PR team and the 

journalist and sometimes between the PR team and the college senior team. For 

those who are new to the business, here are some pointers: 

• If your college has areas that pose potential safety risks (industrial centres, 

agriculture, etc.), someone should always accompany reporters  

• If you have invited the media to a public event at the college, they are likely 

to just turn up and wander around. If it is a special event, perhaps 

involving an MP or special guest, or involving skills demonstrations at 

different locations on campus, you may want to consider chaperoning the 

media 

• Ask the media/reporter whether they may have special requirements – will 

they need to set up radio microphones or cameras near to the stage for 

presentations, debates or performances? Will they need a quiet room to 

conduct individual interviews? Do they need parking spaces for broadcast 



 4 

satellite vans – and access to power? Will they need to arrive early to set up 

equipment? 

• If you have a national broadcaster on campus all day covering an event like 

A Level results it is wise to get as much information as possible about their 

needs in advance. If they are feeding coverage into breakfast news they 

may need to be on campus extremely early – you may need to speak to 

your facilities and security teams to ensure the campus will be open, that 

the power is on, that the crew can set up their equipment inside the 

college and that one of your team is there to help.  

• Be aware that sometimes, after all your efforts, a broadcast crew can be 

sent last minute to cover a major news story somewhere else instead.  

• Do you need to set up an interview/range of interviews for them in 

advance – or will you make sure people are happy to speak to them on the 

day if requested? 

• Is the college branding at the forefront of any area the media may be 

filming or taking photos? If it is a broadcast team, be upfront about asking 

them to ensure they reference the college on air – either verbally or with a 

name credit under any footage.  

• Is everyone at the event aware the media will be there taking photos or 

filming – do you need to get peoples’ consent? If it is an open, public event, 

it is generally agreed people can expect to be filmed but do advertise in 

advance that the media will be there. If it is a private, invitation-only event, 

you need to make it clear if the media are present. Do you have students 

at the event who should not be filmed for any reasons?  

 

 

 

Media interviews – some pointers: 
If one of your senior managers is doing an in-depth or profile interview, it is 

common practice for the PR to ask the reporter for some bullet points indicating 

their general question areas in advance of the interview. You need to gather as 

much information from the reporter as you can about the story, the angle and 

issues they are interested in following, who else they are talking to and what 

they hope to get from this interview.  

You also need to discuss practicalities of where, when and how much time is 

required for the interview and whether it will be over the phone or in person. If 

it is for broadcast media, will it be pre-recorded (on film or just sound for radio) 

or live on air? Who will be conducting the interview? If the item is ‘live’ on air, is it 

just a one-to-one interview with the presenter, or is it a discussion involving 
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other interviewees? If so, who, and what angles are they expected to take and 

how long will the interview or discussion last? Feed this back to your interviewee. 

Consider any hidden angles the reporter may be interested in and how to 

address them. Make sure you’ve gathered any supporting information or 

statistics your interviewee may need. Agree some key media messages the 

college will want to get across with the interviewee – keep this to three to five 

points maximum. If it is an important interview, it sometimes helps to do a quick 

run through of the main question areas in advance – but not all managers need 

or appreciate this.  

It is also common practice – though sometimes unpopular with the media – for a 

PR to sit in on important interviews, often simply to take a note of what is said. 

Again, some senior managers do not see the need for this, but if the interview is 

on an issue of reputational importance, they may welcome support on how to 

steer the interview away from sensitive issues. This may depend on your own 

seniority and the relationship between the communications team and the 

executive team. 
 

 



 6 

‘No comment’ and ‘off the record‘discussions 
One advantage of having a strong relationship with your local media is that you 

can have ‘off the record’, not for publication conversations with them about the 

trickier issues so you are able to put them in the picture and explain the 

background without the full, sensitive details appearing publicly. This demands 

trust on both sides. It also means you need to understand the terms ‘no 

comment’, ‘off the record’ and ‘for background briefing purposes only’. 

• Generally, we advise against a ‘no comment’ response unless it is 

unavoidable as the media, and their audiences, interpret this as you 

having something to hide. Colleges are publicly-funded and need to be as 

transparent as possible about their work without breaking confidences, 

terms or conditions of employment or when dealing with commercially 

sensitive information. Colleges are also subject to the Freedom of 

Information Act. If you are unable to comment, explain why. Is it because 

the story centres on an internal disciplinary hearing, an employment or 

work tribunal or a court case involving a member of staff or a student? If 

so, the reporter will understand that you are unable to offer a broad 

comment for legal reasons. It’s better to confirm the basic facts and then 

explain you are unable to comment further.  

• For example short statement could say: 

 

“We can confirm that a member of staff has been arrested and is due to 

appear in court today about allegations about an incident involving a weapon 

on campus. You will appreciate that as legal proceedings have begun, we are 

unable to comment further.” 

 

The arrest and court appearance are a matter of public record and the media 

will get this information from the police or court officials. It is fine to confirm 

this, but you may not want to name the staff member (duty of care) but again, 

the media will easily find this out. We have put together separate information 

on legal matters, but in brief once a case has become legally active, both you 

and the media are strictly limited in what you can say publicly/publish under 

the Contempt of Court Act.  

 

• When you agree to give a reporter a background briefing, this means 

you/your college does not want to be quoted in a story but are prepared to 

give them some background information for context and balance. The 

reporter will then need to confirm this with another source if they want to 

use it. You will need to explain the reasons you don’t want to be quoted. 

For example, the college may be in the middle of negotiating a redundancy 

https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/legal%20considerations.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/legal%20considerations.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/legal%20considerations.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/legal%20considerations.pdf
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programme following funding cuts for adult skills provision. Trade union 

officers will be proactively contacting the media about why they are 

opposed to the plans, or an element of the plans. But if the negotiations 

have reached a very sensitive stage, the college may decide not to inflame 

the situation with public statements, preferring instead to keep staff and 

union representatives informed. However, it may be in the college’s 

interests for the media to be aware of the national funding cuts and the 

specific impact they’ve had on the college which has led to the 

redundancies. The reporter can include the college’s position in the article 

but without quotes. 

• There is often confusion about what ‘off the record’ means. It may mean 

that you’re prepared to give them a background briefing, as above, but 

they will need to check the information elsewhere and seek quotes from 

other people/organisations. Or are you prepared for the information to be 

used without further checking, but not attributed to you/your college, i.e. 

you will give the reporter information on the understanding they do not 

quote you, or link the info in any way to you/the college. The most 

important thing to remember is you must make it clear to the reporter 

that the information is ‘off the record’ before you give them the 

information and get their agreement. You also need to establish what you 

both understand ‘off the record’ to mean. Reporters do not like ‘off the 

record’ comments as they prefer to be able to attribute information to 

reliable sources. They generally only agree if they think you will not speak 

to them at all if they refuse. They will try to push you to allow them to use 

some of the information; if, on reflection, you decide you are happy for 

specific comments or facts to be made public and linked to you, be very 

clear what you agree they can use.  
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How to make a complaint to, or about, the media 
On occasion, things go wrong and there is a print, online or broadcast story 

about your college that is unfair, incorrect, misleading, reputationally damaging 

or libellous. 

There is, however, a difference between a report that has upset your executive 

team and colleagues, and one that is factually incorrect, unbalanced or libellous. 

Read it carefully to judge whether, despite the fact it makes for uncomfortable 

reading, it is factually inaccurate, misquotes you, or is unbalanced and doesn’t 

give equal weight to your side of a potentially damaging story. If it is accurate 

and balanced, then manage expectations about what you can do – you don’t 

want to make a complaint just because you don’t like the story. You may need to 

think of creative ways of counter-balancing it via your website, social media, or 

subsequent stories but beware of expressing criticism or sour grapes about 

media coverage. 

If the story is demonstrably inaccurate, then you need to be clear about which 

facts are wrong, or how you have been misquoted; it pays to keep a permanent 

record of written statements and quotes you have issued and a note of what has 

been said in interviews.  

Make a note of any inaccuracies and your counter arguments or points. Be clear 

and double-check your facts. Then decide how to proceed. You could: 

• Call the reporter who wrote the piece and explain your concerns and tell 

them what you would like them to do about it – the first option is usually 

to ask for a correction (especially if the story is online), but most media 

outlets are quite resistant to this. Do press your point. If the story is online, 

you could consider sending a letter to the editor for publication which 

corrects any inaccuracies or offers additional points for balance and 

background. 

• If it is a radio story, they usually update and run stories in several bulletins 

during the day – ask them to make the correction in the next bulletin. 

• If it is a story running throughout the day on regional TV, it is not as easy 

for them to swiftly re-edit items but do ask – if they are unable to re-edit, 

ask them if they would consider dropping the filmed story and replacing it 

with a correct verbal version. 

• If the reporter is unhelpful, escalate this to the news editor or editor. 

Reiterate your points and your proposed remedy. Do not be tempted to 

raise the issue of how much your college spends on advertising with them. 
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• If they refuse to make a correction, ask for their reasons and make a note 

of these. It is wise to make a note of all contact with the editorial team in 

case you decide later to make a formal complaint. 

• Ask if they can suggest an alternative form of redress – for example, would 

they consider a follow-up story or interview where you get a chance to put 

your side of the story and address any inaccuracies. 

 

If all else fails, you may want to consider a formal complaint. If the offending 

article is libellous (brings the college or individuals within it into disrepute – for 

more on libel see our Legal Considerations document), the college should raise 

this with their retained lawyer. Be aware that libel action is a costly process, but 

a carefully worded letter from the college’s lawyer may help get an item 

removed from an online site and a correction. 

 

Other grounds for a formal complaint may include: 

• The story infringes the laws of defamation or the Contempt of Court Act. 

• A story is factually inaccurate. 

• The story damages your college’s reputation and the media has not 

approached you to check facts, or for a comment or clarification (right of 

reply). 

 

To make a formal complaint, please see the links to the relevant organisations 

below for more detail, guidance and contact details. 

Newspaper and magazine editors are expected to abide by the Editors’ Code of 

Practice, which is currently available on the Independent Press Standards 

Organisation (IPSO) website.  

The Code sets the benchmark for ethical standards in the media and aims to 

balance and protect both the rights of the individual and the public’s right to 

know. It covers issues including accuracy, the right of reply, harassment, the use 

of subterfuge, stories involving children (under 16), reporting crime, privacy and 

the public interest. It is worth reading it to help decide about whether you have 

grounds to make an official complaint. If you want to make a complaint about 

the print media (including content on their websites) you will need to outline 

your case with reference to this code of practice. 

IPSO has replaced the Press Complaints Commission as the independent 

regulator of the newspaper and magazine industry.  If you need further 

guidance and find out how to make a complaint, you can contact IPSO directly.  

https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/legal%20considerations.pdf
https://www.ipso.co.uk/IPSO/index.html
https://www.ipso.co.uk/IPSO/index.html
https://www.ipso.co.uk/IPSO/cop.html
https://www.ipso.co.uk/IPSO/contactus.html
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The BBC publishes its editorial guidelines online: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/. BBC journalists and programme-

makers are expected to abide by these guidelines, including independent 

production companies or freelance staff working for the corporation. Key among 

these is that BBC journalists and programme makers are expected to be fair, 

open and transparent in their dealings with members of the public and 

organisations when in pursuit of a story. It goes without saying that they are also 

expected to double-check information and strive for accuracy.  

If you have a complaint about the way the BBC has reported a story about your 

college, it is worth checking to see if the reporter/programme-maker has failed 

to follow the guidelines as the BBC takes this very seriously. If there has been an 

infringement, you can report it to the BBC by contacting the Editorial Complaints 

Unit: http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/.   

If you are not happy with the way any TV or radio organisation handles your 

complaint, contact the industry regulator Ofcom: 

http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/tell-us/tv-and-radio/.  

 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/complaints/
http://consumers.ofcom.org.uk/tell-us/tv-and-radio/
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Internal Messages 
When a story hits the news, it is crucial that your internal messages to staff, 

students, parents, governors, local MPs and other interested (non-media) parties 

need to be the same, both in terms of message and timing. If you are telling staff 

one thing and the media another, you can be sure the inconsistency will be 

noted and passed on to the media within minutes. 

Good practice would dictate that, where possible, when a major story breaks 

you should release information to staff, students, governors and other relevant 

stakeholders – MPs, local authority, council leader, local enterprise partnership 

representatives – first. You may also wish to seek their help in the form of a 

supportive comment/quote to add to your press statement, or release, or in a 

social media campaign. Follow this up with your media work, making sure you 

don’t leave it too long or the rumour mill will start churning. 

This advice stands whether you are handling a crisis or as part of a planned 

media campaign around new provision, a new campus, course closures or 

relocation. It is about co-ordinating internal and external communications. 

For example, one college PR made good use of the openness and speed of social 

media by ensuring staff were told about college plans to close a campus and 

move courses a year in advance of the event. Within minutes of the staff 

meeting the information was posted to an online forum, which media check for 

stories, and the forum participants began to refer to the formal statement on 

the college website. The message was consistent and the process transparent. 
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Working with stakeholders 
During a crisis, it is important to be aware of who your core stakeholders are. 

This should be part of your wider, long-term crisis communications plan. (More 

information on this can be found in Handling Public Difficulties: Best Practice 

Guidance.) 

It is useful to break your list of stakeholders into different sector groups and to 

use this to identify the primary and secondary audiences for the crisis. Consider 

all potential audiences, and then prioritise these into who are the most 

important groups to communicate regarding the crisis in hand. For example, if 

your college has received a notice of concern about its financial viability, you 

may want to consider ensuring the relevant financial authorities/agencies, your 

governors and your MP/s are informed first, before sharing this more widely 

with staff and then the media. 

The media will approach these stakeholders, particularly your MP(s), in pursuit 

of a story so it is important they can comment from an informed (and hopefully 

supportive) position in full knowledge and understanding of the facts. It is 

generally the principal, chair of the board, or other member of the senior team 

who will brief high-level stakeholders.  

The table overpage shows nine different group types, and some examples of 

which stakeholders could be placed into which area. 

  

https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Handling%20public%20difficulties.pdf
https://www.aoc.co.uk/sites/default/files/Handling%20public%20difficulties.pdf
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Area Example Audience 

Media Local newspapers (print and online) 

Regional BBC or independent radio stations 

National media (print and online) 

Financial Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 

Skills Funding Agency or Education Funding Agency 

Sponsors within the college 

Customers Students 

Parents 

Internal Staff 

Lecturers 

Influential groups Student Union 

Staff unions 

Local partners MPs 

Local Council 

Local Enterprise Partnership 

Neighbours People who live near the location of the crisis (eg if this related to a 

fight at the gates of a college) 

General Public Public who may have an interest in the college 
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